CHAPTER    XXIX
STORM IN EUROPE
1908
THOUGH it was little recognized as such at the time, 1908 is
marked in retrospect as another of the decisive years in the
history of pre-war Europe. It brought to an acute stage the rising
conflict on sea-power between Germany and Great Britain ; it saw
the opening of the final phase in the Near East which ended in the
Great War. The two things seemed far apart to contemporary
observers, but an intimate connexion between them is revealed in
the German and Austrian documents.
In March, 1908, the Kaiser wrote a private letter to Lord Tweed-
mouth, then First Lord of the Admiralty, characterizing as " absolutely
nonsensical and untrue " the idea that the German navy was meant
as a challenge to the British, and denouncing as " unmitigated balder-
dash " an opinion rashly expressed by Lord Esher in a letter to the
newspapers that " every German from the Emperor down to the
last man wished for the downfall of Sir John Fisher," the British First
Sea Lord and inventor of the Dreadnought. The Kaiser's letter greatly
offended King Edward ; it leaked into the newspapers and became
the subject of heated debates in Parliament in which Lord Tweed-
mouth, who was in failing health, scarcely distinguished himself. In
his "Memoirs" Prince Billow adds that with his letter the Kaiser
" childishly sent a whole set of false statistics which the English
promptly recognized as such." A month after this incident another
new Navy Bill, reducing the replacement period for battleships and
increasing the annual German programme to four capital ships, was
presented to the Reichstag and subsequently passed by it.
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